When Richard Lovett came to write a history of the London Missionary Society (LMS) on its centenary in the 1890s, he prefaced his two-volume work with three quotations. The first was taken from the Book of Mark (Mark, iv, (30) (31) (32) : 'How shall we liken the Kingdom of God?' 'Like a mustard seed', came the scriptural reply, from which, despite its small appearance, great branches could flourish.
1 It was the LMS itself, of course, that Lovett saw as the proverbial seed so potent that its branches stretched out from its roots in London across many continents. Over the course of the nineteenth century, these branches had matured into channels of communication through which people, information and images passed. Some had broken, or died, in stunted missionary activity, others had blossomed into burgeoning Christian communities, each, so the missionary imaginary would have it, growing organically from the metropolitan trunk. Established during the late eighteenth-century religious revival, the LMS was nourished with evangelical religiosity, each new shoot reaching upwards towards the 'Kingdom of God'.
2 Realising this Kingdom was not limited to theological conversion, but meant a widespread programme of cultural change. Dress, education, sexuality, the organisation of time and the demarcation of space were all sources of missionary concern. The second and third quotations Lovett chose were thus concerned with God's earthly kingdom and taken from speeches made at the LMS's inauguration:
We are commanded 'to love our neighbour as ourselves'; and Christ has taught us that every man is our neighbour. But do we display this love while we allow gross darkness to cover the Pagan and Mahometan nations, and are at no pains to send them the glad tidings of salvation through the sufferings and death of the Son of God?
Let it be remembered that Britain, Christian Britain, was once an island of idolatrous barbarians; and such it had yet remained, unless some of God's dear people in distant countries had formed the benevolent plan of sending missionaries hither. Let us in return 'go and do likewise.' 4 Elements of this world view, articulated in the 1790s, were still powerful orientating frameworks a century later. The differences between peoples were so great, it was suggested, that a British Christian might easily forget that 'every man' was owed the Gospel, even those who were 'heathen' or 'Mahometan'. Britain had an imperative to enlighten them, not least through the debt it had incurred through its own (stadially advanced) proselytisation years before. Difference (and difference that also marked hierarchy) was taken for granted in missionary discourse, and it was difference that anchored Britain's place in the world and enabled it to bestow light on these 'dark' places. In private letters and journals, missionaries agonised over the peoples and cultures they encountered and recorded their horror and disorientation (as well as their excitement) at customs they could never have imagined 'back home'. Through their copious published writings, missionaries conveyed such horrors, hopes and anxieties to the imperial metropole producing a much-consumed strand of colonial discourse that allowed the British public to imagine Indians, Africans and other peoples of empire and the 'distant countries' they inhabited. These constructions were not, of course, all about otherness, but also about imagining the self, as the authors (and readers) of such literature sought to make sense of their own identities in colonial contexts. It is all these constructions I seek to examine.
In Missionary Discourses of Difference, I use the writings of missionaries working for the London Missionary Society (LMS) as a prism through which I can think about colonial discourse. I examine the construction of difference across colonial sites and analyse the images of empire projected back to Britain. My research draws on missionary writings from two large and very different areas of LMS enterprise, India and southern Africa, and focuses on three important themes in missionary writing: the family, sickness and violence.
This introduction is structured around my research questions and the frameworks through which I will discuss them throughout the book. Firstly I introduce the concept of 'discourses of difference', asking how difference was constituted in colonial thinking. I think about the kinds of difference that can be identified in missionary writing and
